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A Confucian approach to peace 
and conflict resolution 
Traditional Chinese culture could 
offer new ways of thinking about 
peace and harmony. 
Chengxin Pan 
ne received wisdom on conflict 
resolution and peace-building has 
been the ‘democratic peace’ theory, 
which argues that the norms of 
liberal democracy are conducive to peace and 
peaceful resolution of conflict. 
This is not the place to debate whether this 
thesis is valid or not, but clearly ‘democratic 
peace’ is not the only political or ideational 
path to peace. Much wisdom on conflict 
resolution, for example, could be drawn from 
traditional Chinese culture, especially the 
Confucian thoughts on harmony and 
humaneness. 
Chinese culture is not inherently peaceful, but 
it is worth exploring some important yet less 
understood Confucian ideas on human nature, 
cosmology and mutual responsiveness to help 
both enrich our understanding of the causes 
of conflict and build our capacity to resolve 
conflict and maintain peace.  
Conventional Western theories of 
international relations take as their starting 
point that human nature is inherently selfish 
and thus prone to conflict. Confucianism, on 
the other hand, believes that conflict is not so 
much a result of some inherent human 
tendency as it is due to the lack of adequate 
development in human moral character. As 
such, conflict could be better understood and 
mitigated through the application of particular 
norms on human behaviour and social 
interaction.  
One such norm, according to Confucianism, is 
shu ((恕). Closely related with other Confucian 
concepts such as ren (humaneness), he 
(harmony), and li (propriety), shu is commonly 
understood as ‘do not do to others what you 
yourself do not desire’. In the classic 
Confucian text Analects, similar expressions 
appear no fewer than three times (5:12; 12:2; 
15:24). As an ethical code of conduct, shu is as 
relevant to the international context as it is to 
the domestic setting: insofar as the self would 
not like to be treated with violence, the self 
should not use it against others. In doing so, 
the self ‘will not incur personal or political ill 
will’.
1
 Where there is no ill will, a virtuous 
cycle of reciprocity between self and others 
may ensue, thus bringing about a necessary 
condition for cooperation and peace.  
In addition to this ‘negative’ expression (e.g. 
what not to do to others), shu also takes on 
positive and introspective 
forms. In positive terms, it 
means ‘do to others what 
you yourself desire’. The 
Analects describes this 
positive expression of shu, 
also known as zhong, as 
follows: ‘The man of jen 
[ren] is one who, desiring to 
sustain himself, sustains 
others, and desiring to develop himself, 
develops others’.
2
 
To drive home this message, Confucius laid 
out four common scenarios of zhong in the 
Doctrine of the Mean: ‘To serve my father as 
I would expect my son to serve me… To serve 
my ruler as I would expect my ministers to 
serve me... To serve my elder brothers as 
I would expect my younger brothers to serve 
me… To be the first to treat friends as I would 
expect them to treat me’.
3
  
Zhong has obvious implications for social 
harmony. As filial piety and fraternal love in 
the family context are extended to the outer 
and wider community, they in turn are 
reciprocated and multiplied, thus expanding a 
social web of mutual love and respect. While 
the negative form of shu can avoid provoking 
ill will, the positive form helps build up good 
will. Viewing zhong as reciprocal and 
contagious, Confucians believe that it is all the 
more important for people in high places, such 
as the king, to practise it, as his exemplary 
effect on others is likely to be more powerful. 
If the king is committed to zhong, he is able to 
rule by moral example rather than by coercion 
and punishment. When a follower, seeking 
advice about good governance, asked what if 
he killed those who had abandoned the way 
to attract those who followed it, Confucius 
replied that if one ruled with virtue, people  
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would respond in kind—was there a need for 
killing?
4
 The absence of coercion or violence, 
by implication, means the greater possibility 
for peace and harmony.  
A third dimension of shu, expressed in 
introspective terms, refers to self-reflection or 
self-cultivation (xiushen). In shu and zhong, 
the desire of the self is used as the starting 
point for understanding and dealing with 
others. But an uncritical or unconditional 
reference to the self as the measure of others 
carries the risk of ethnocentrism, which, if 
disguised in universalist terms, could well lead 
to more, rather than less, conflict.  
Thus, Confucianism takes self-reflection and 
self-cultivation seriously, which is believed to 
be the hallmark of exemplary persons (junzi). 
By self-reflection, Mencius meant that ‘If 
others do not respond to your love with love, 
look into your own benevolence; if others fail 
to respond to your attempts to govern them 
with order, look into your own wisdom; if 
others do not return your courtesy, look into 
your own respect. In other words, look into 
yourself whenever you fail to achieve your 
purpose’.
5 
 
Without critical self-examination, one 
could be caught in blame game or tit-
for-tat retaliation. 
 
Self-cultivation could contribute to conflict 
resolution in several ways. First, self-
cultivation insists that the critical condition for 
harmony lies in the moral agency of the self 
through learning and constant reflection, not 
in others or in certain external structure or 
transcendent forces. Second, by taking self-
responsibility, self-cultivation lays the 
foundation for forgiveness, which in turn is a 
key to mediation and reconciliation. 
Confucianism argues that with self-
examination, an exemplary person is able not 
to take offence at others’ failure to recognise 
his/her ability, nor ‘to revenge [others’] 
unreasonable conduct’.
6
 Conversely, without 
critical self-examination, one could be caught 
in blame game or tit-for-tat retaliation.  
Third, from a Confucian standpoint, self-
cultivation brings about calmness, and a calm 
person without paranoia, xenophobia and 
hatred is more likely to bring themself into 
harmony with the environment. If each person 
or each country is devoted to cultivating self-
virtue and examining self-conduct, order and 
harmony could then emerge.  
To hard-nosed realists, this is at best another 
strand of idealism doomed to fail. Though 
Confucianism in general and shu in particular 
are no panacea for many social ills, they are 
far from another set of fanciful ideas. Two 
distinctive Confucian ideas make shu a 
relevant and powerful norm on conflict 
resolution.  
First, in cosmology shu is underpinned by a 
distinct Confucianism that treats reciprocal 
relations as fundamental to the being of the 
world. Confucianism assumes an organismic, 
non-dualistic, and non-transcendent cosmos 
where heaven (tian), earth (di), and human 
(ren) together form one continuous, holistic 
body in which the myriad things under heaven 
are inherently mutually responsive. ‘To be one 
body with the world’, as the Neo-Confucianist 
scholar Wang Yangming explained, ‘means 
that we even feel pain when tiles and stones 
are broken’.
7
 
Translated sometimes as mutuality or 
reciprocity, shu speaks directly to this mutual 
responsiveness in human relations. To 
illustrate, it is useful to look at the 
etymological roots of shu (恕) in Chinese. The 
upper half of the character is ru (如), meaning 
‘like’ or ‘to resemble’, and the bottom half is 
xin (心), or ‘heart-and-mind’.8 Together, this 
Chinese character implies that people’s heart 
and mind is alike, hence the possibility of 
‘extending one’s desire to others’ (shu). By 
way of invoking one’s own subjectivity to 
appreciate the situation of others, shu enables 
mutual understanding and mutual trust which 
is essential to harmony. 
Second, shu is predicated on an 
intersubjective understanding of human 
nature. Whereas Western philosophy often 
defines human nature in terms of human 
desire for survival, material satisfaction and 
power, Confucianism argues that what makes 
human beings distinctively human is their 
desire to be treated by others as human. For 
Confucius, the ultimate characteristic of 
humaneness is people’s intersubjective need 
for respect, trust, love and care from fellow 
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humans. Becoming an exemplary person 
entails more than sharing ‘chariots and 
horses, and light fur dresses’ with others, or 
feeding one’s parents with food, for ‘even 
dogs and horses are fed’. Rather, it means, for 
instance, that ‘in regard to the aged, to give 
them rest; in regard to friends, to show them 
sincerity; in regard to the young, to treat them 
tenderly’.
9
 Indeed, humaneness (ren仁), as 
the graph of the Chinese character indicates, 
denotes at least two persons, thus symbolising 
‘the relationality and interdependence of 
human beings’.
10
  
Both the Confucian 
cosmology of mutual 
responsiveness and its 
intersubjective 
conception of human 
nature lay the 
foundation for the 
theory and practice of 
shu. Each person, in 
order to become a 
human, entails the treatment of shu from 
others. But given the reciprocal nature of 
human relations, the self’s clamour for shu 
from others cannot be satisfied unless the self 
is committed to the same practice towards 
others. In this sense, acting in the spirit of shu 
is neither an exercise of pure altruism nor a 
sign of weakness. Rather, it is an essential step 
towards the self-realisation of humanity.  
This, of course, does not suggest that with 
shu, an easy solution to social and 
international conflict is at hand. Confucius 
admitted that he had not been able to act fully 
in accordance with shu. However, the problem 
lies less in the principle of shu per se than in 
our commitment to living up to it in practice. 
In a world chronically ravaged with spiralling 
violence and intractable conflict, shu and 
Confucianism in general at least offer some 
much-needed alternative ways of thinking 
about peace and harmony.  
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